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Conversion growth strategy
Poolwerx leads the way

Emerging stronger from a crisis
7-Eleven’s remediation and reform journey

Getting your lease right
The shifting retail landscape
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Using a 
conversion 
growth 
strategy 
to realise 
potential

As Poolwerx continues its expansion in the 
United States of America, the pool and spa 
care franchise has turned its attention to 
finding ‘ma and pa’ pool businesses and 
converting them to franchised operations.



It’s a recruitment strategy that is 
paying dividends for franchisor and 
franchisees alike. 

For franchisees, it’s a welcome move 
from being an unsupported independent 
business in a tough market to gaining 
the resources that come from joining 
a franchise framework to secure their 
livelihood.

As franchisor, Poolwerx gains a ready-
made customer base and the expertise 
of franchisees who have already been 
operating their own business in the 
market.

“Conversion as a franchise 
development strategy is an opportunity 
we have embraced over the past few 
years after realising the immense 
potential it held for our business,” says 
CEO and Founder of Poolwerx, John 
O’Brien (left).

“Since adopting the strategy (in the 
USA), we have learnt so much about 
the process and honed our approach 
to great success, leading to a record 40 
retail store conversions in 40 months,” 
he says. 

Now, 70 percent of Poolwerx’s 
USA network has been derived from 
conversion franchising and O’Brien 
says the strategy will also form a major 
element of the franchise’s recruitment 
program in Australia, where he believes 
it will eventually account for half of the 
network’s new franchise partners.

“There are so many benefits to 
conversion for both the convert and 
the franchisor and it is an underutilised 
strategy in my opinion. The opportunity 
is vast. In the US, research shows that 
85 per cent of independent pools are 
‘ma and pa’ operators. With our current 
trajectory of 300 new Poolwerx stores 
in the US over the next few years, 
we anticipate that 70 per cent of the 
new business joining the brand will be 
through conversion,” O’Brien says. 

“Comparatively, in Australia there 
are about 800 independent retail 

pool businesses, with 500 ‘ma and pa’ 
operators. As we strive for the goal of 
300 stores new stores domestically as 
well, we expect over 50 per cent of our 
new Australian franchise partners will 
originate from a conversion.”

Identifying a  
conversion prospect 

“Our approach is based on a fair bit 
of science to ensure we are targeting the 
right businesses,” O’Brien says. 

“We map all independent stores 
in Australia, United States, and New 
Zealand and crosscheck those against 
our current franchise territories and 
pool ownership to see what options are 
available for expansion. We then rank the 
stores according to the opportunity level 
and utilise data from our suppliers to 
combine all this intelligence to populate 
our recruitment database and formulate 
a plan of approach to introduce the 
Poolwerx brand.”  

According to O’Brien, prospects 
usually fall into four categories. 

1. Immediate acquisition. Usually 
there is a serious personal issue or illness 
that is driving the need for an immediate 
sale and they are grateful of the 
approach. If the business and location 
is right, Poolwerx will find a franchise 
partner to buy it as soon as possible or in 
some cases buy it corporately and find a 
franchisee buyer later.

2. Matchmaker. Some owners are still 
keen to sell but do not want to convert 
and are happy to wait for the right price. 
They realise it would be easier to sell as 
part of a franchise, so they become part 
of Poolwerx’s match maker program 
to find a buyer. The buyer is aware the 
business will be converted to a Poolwerx 
and this is part of the purchase appeal. 

3. COOT – Convert, own, operate 
and transfer. These people are typically 
65 years of age, have been in business 
a long time and don’t have any family 
interested in taking ownership.  They are 

not ready to retire yet but want a solid 
exit strategy. This makes them willing 
to convert to the brand because of the 
higher future sales price it will drive. 

4. COO – Convert, own, operate. 
These independents are usually around 
45 years of age, with about a decade 
of experience in the industry. They are 
ready to take their business to the next 
level but unsure how to achieve it solely. 
They realise the benefits of joining a 
franchise to make this goal come to 
fruition.   

Promoting the  
advantages of franchising  
to potential converts

According to O’Brien, in the United 
States currently about 30 per cent of 
conversion prospects contact Poolwerx, 
with the remaining 70 per cent targeted 
through a direct approach. 

Experience has taught O’Brien and 
his team that there are several influential 
factors that a potential conversion 
business considers before joining the 
network.

“The number one question people 
want to know is: how do I increase my 
revenue? Marketing is the answer, but 
the reality is it can be hard for a sole 
operator to turn their minds to investing 
in marketing and sales,” O’Brien says.

“The fact we can go to them and say 
we utilise the combined resources of a 
national marketing fund to promote the 
brand regularly is an attractive benefit 
for a new prospect.”

Drilling down further into the finances, 
potential conversion franchisees are also 
interested to know how being part of the 
network can increase gross profits and 
reduce costs. This is where group buying 
power comes into its own.

“The fact we negotiate pool product 
purchasing programs on behalf of 
our franchise partners means we can 
invariably negotiate better deals and 
leverage buying power. This leads to 
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reducing costs of goods and improving 
gross profit margins,” O’Brien says.

For a non-franchised small business 
owner, the training and support offered 
when they join a franchise network is 
another big drawcard.

“Being in business for yourself can 
be lonely but in franchising there are 
strong support teams to guide you. 
From the professional development 
offered by our field management team, 
to the comradery established between 
franchise partners through regular 
meetings and conventions, there is no 
reason to feel alone,” says O’Brien.

Finally, O’Brien lists access to the 
latest technology, including a state-of-
the-art global website, a world class 
ERP system and “the quickest most 
accurate water testing” as influential to 
potential conversion franchisee’s joining 
his network.

“Everything we offer has a clear 
purpose, to ensure our franchise 
partners can manage their business 
more efficiently, effectively, remotely and 
profitably,” he says.

Delivering a  
conversion strategy

“I am constantly surprised more 
businesses don’t look at conversion as an 
option, especially those in less saturated 
markets where there are fewer players,” 
O’Brien says.

“To deliver on a conversion strategy 
is very different to core franchising. We 
had to target a new market and it wasn’t 
one where franchising was top of mind. 
They were not looking in the typical 
places we had advertised before. We 
had to make sure Poolwerx established 
a presence in pool trade magazines. We 
exhibited at expos and used our industry 
supply network for recruitment referrals. 
It worked to introduce the brand and get 
people thinking about a new way to do 
business. 

And while conversion franchising can 
come with its own set of challenges, it’s 

a recruitment method that has delivered 
for Poolwerx.

“There is a perception that conversion 
franchise recruitment comes with some 
baggage, and that is true given you can 
be working with businesses owners who 
have been doing things their way for 30 
years, but the bumps are worth it,” says 
O’Brien. 

“You get instant market share and 
inevitably learn things from these 
experienced business owners that can 
help shape and grow your brand too. 
Ultimately though, if an independent has 
selected to join a franchise brand, they 
are amenable because they have chosen 
to benefit from being part of a larger 
franchise system. 

“For Poolwerx, a conversion growth 
strategy has led to rapid market share 
and revenue growth and is now a 
cornerstone of our recruitment success.”

“ ...a conversion growth strategy has led to rapid market share and 
revenue growth and is now a cornerstone of our recruitment success.”
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As non-franchised small 
business owners, Frank 
Disher, Seon Jaramillo, 
and Cal Boothby all faced 
the challenges of flying 
solo as owner-operators 
without the frameworks 
of franchising to support 
them. Here, these three 
Poolwerx converts share 
their stories.

The Franchise Review (TFR): What are 
the reasons you decided that it would be 
beneficial for your business to join the 
Poolwerx franchise network?

Frank Disher, Poolwerx franchise partner, 
Keller, Texas (FD): I would describe 
myself as a hardworking, ethical person. 
I would never describe myself as a good 
businessperson. I retired last year as a 
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) air 
traffic controller after 27 years. I have had 
my business for 22 years and it has been 
relatively the same size; around $2 million 
in gross revenue, about 12 employees 
and a few hundred service accounts 
this entire time. I have been blessed to 
bring in enough work and make enough 
money to cover expenses most of that 
time, however there were many months 
where my FAA job was my only take-
home income, and I had to contribute my 
savings to pay company expenses. I was 
working a total of 70 to 100 hours a week. 
I knew nothing about business and I knew 
that was my weakness. I felt Poolwerx’s 
expertise in business was the missing 
component allowing me to achieve great 
success.

Seon Jaramillo, Poolwerx franchise 
partner, Austin, Texas (SJ): We decided 
to join Poolwerx as a franchise for several 
reasons. The first reason is that online sales 
are killing small business retail and we hope 
that joining a franchise with better buying 
power, better processes, larger foundation 
and better education at our fingertips 
can help us sustain the wave of online 
sales. We also like immediately having an 
expanded family that I can call upon at any 
time for help with pool issues. As a mum 
and pop business, creating processes and 
implementing them is not fun. Poolwerx 
stepped in and helped me with processes 
that have already been built so I do not 
have to reinvent the wheel.

Cal Boothby, Poolwerx franchise partner, 
Redlands, California (CB): We had many 
reasons but the main ones are:  

1. We wanted our company to remain 
in business long term and that meant 
finding ways to stay competitive in retail 
by having better buying power, better 
marketing and better brand recognition.  

2. We wanted more extensive training 
opportunities for our employees that 
would help them have not only jobs but 
rewarding careers in the pool industry. 

3. We wanted our company to remain 
intact and our employees to keep their 
jobs when we decide to retire.  

4. We knew that when the time comes, a 
franchise will be easier to sell and will have 
greater value than our small independent 
business.  A new buyer will be able to 
obtain bank financing and will receive 
comprehensive training through Poolwerx.

TFR: What would you list as the main 
benefits of operating a franchise as 
opposed to operating as an independent 
small business?

FD: For me the main benefit is guidance 
and structure. The path to success is a 
paved road that is well maintained. I was 
in a maze that occasionally crossed that 
path but I had no particular direction to 
follow. I now understand what numbers 
I need, how to track those numbers, and 
how to achieve those numbers. Having a 
plan that is structured for my needs and 
capabilities is a huge blessing for me.

SJ: The main benefit of operating a 
franchise rather than a small business is 
brand strength.

CB: The main benefits are: potentially 
a better supply chain and pricing; 
better employee training opportunities; 
potentially better brand recognition and 
marketing; having other eyes looking at 
our company objectively and offering 
advice as to where and how we can 
improve; and a network of other franchise 
partners who support each other and 
share ideas.

TFR: What stood out about the way that 
Poolwerx managed the process of you 
joining the franchise network?

FD: I felt like Poolwerx worked hard 
to help me preserve the good aspects 
from my existing business and bring me 
around to the Poolwerx way without 
completely disrupting everything. They 
understand that I have customers that 
have been with me for several years 
and it is important that I maintain those 
relationships. They are also very patient 
and encouraging with my lack of proper 
business skills.

SJ: What stood out to us after meeting 
with them over a two-year year time span 
was trust. We had to trust the people that 
we would be joining forces with. We met 
John O’Brien, CEO along with his wife, 
and felt he truly has a connection with 
building relationships, people, and their 
businesses.  Ben was the most influential 
person in our transition. As I told him, I 
have to believe in what I am hearing from 
him because it truly affects the lives of 
our families and my employees’ families. 
If I did not feel that trust, regardless of the 
business model they offered, we would 
not have joined forces.  

CB: The Poolwerx core values are very 
much in line with our own and that was 
very important to us when we considered 
making this leap. There has been an 
open line of communication throughout 
the process and that is critical in a major 
change such as this. Because we are a 
larger company that has been in business 
for 35 years and we are a conversion to 
Poolwerx rather than a new start, there 
have been some bumps in the road, but 
we have always believed that everyone at 
Poolwerx genuinely wants us to succeed 
in this venture. We have learnt a great 
deal about franchising from them and 
they have been open to learning from us 
(and other franchise partners) about the 
US market and customs, which can be 
different from those in Australia. They are 
committed to ‘finding a better way’, which 
we have appreciated. We have made 
many new friends! n

Conversion franchisees  
enjoy the benefits of franchising


